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Back to Serenity

October 31st

“Are you sure you’re gonna be okay?” Dave shook his head and smiled. Her voice was soft and worried. Soft because she was at her boyfriend’s place and he was probably sleeping. Worried because her baby brother was on his own on Halloween and she knew she should be at home.

“Amber, I’m not twelve.” He tried to keep the exasperation out of his voice.

“I never said you were, I just don’t like the idea of you being there all by yourself, or worse, having your friends over unsupervised.”

“Well, no one said you had to stay in town with Barry.”

There was a long pause. “Well, we’re not hanging out at the farm so your pervo friends can try to sneak a peek.”

“It’s not all of them. These days it’s just Tony. Okay, and Matt. But they’re mostly harmless.”

“It’s the ‘mostly’ part that worries me, Dave.”

“It’s all good. No one’s going anywhere. We’re gonna watch a couple of crappy horror movies and get drunk.”

“You aren’t supposed to tell me that last part.”

“Like it ever stopped you, being underage.”

“Not the point.”

“Yeah, yeah. I know. But it’s all good. Have fun in town.”

“All right. But you know where to reach me if you need me.”

“Talk to you tomorrow. Or sooner if I have to.”

“I love you, Dave.” Ever since their family had been killed, Amber made it a point to tell him she loved him at least once a day.

“I love you too. Go. Have fun.” Ever since she’d started saying it, he always returned the favor. It was part of how she coped, he supposed.

Halloween was in the air. The clouds that managed to hang around cut swaths through the sunlight and the cold winds whistled shrilly past headstones, and moaned through the trees. Leaves damned across the ground, surged like waves down lonesome, narrow streets and collected themselves at the corners of wooden fences throughout the area.

At the local Starbucks, yes, there was now a Starbucks in town; the flavor of the season was pumpkin spice.

There’d been a time when Dave Pageant would have cared, but those days were long past. At twelve years old his world was changed completely by the sort of things that Halloween celebrated and though he knew the season had nothing to do with his altered worldview, his joy of the macabre had been eliminated all of five years earlier.

Almost eighteen and most people who’d only known him when he was younger would have barely recognized him. He was taller now, obviously, but where he’d always been soft and had a round face, these days Dave was solid muscle and his features had hardened and become angular. These days he was no longer a boy. He was a young man and he shouldered the responsibilities that came with that title as easily as he’d always carried his chores on the farm.

Serenity Falls had been murdered by ghosts, demons and, worst of all, clowns. Dave watched it happen, saw his family slaughtered by the damned things. To say it left a mark on him was something of an understatement.

Clowns. That was what this all came down to. Some people had practically gone into mourning when the Ringling Brothers and Barnum & Bailey Circus failed. Dave had celebrated by knocking back a six-pack of tall boys. He would have done more, but even then he’d been preparing for this night.

Halloween, when the veil between the worlds is the thinnest.

For the last half a decade clowns had become Dave’s obsession. He still went to school, he still did his homework and took care of the farm as best he could, but at the end of it all, he went back to studying the clowns.

It was creepy how many of the damned things there were in the world and how many seemed to frequent the world after their deaths. While he studied clowns in general, it was the tales of dead or undead clowns that got his full attention.

A lot of the claims about dead clowns led back to the same description, too. Dark blue hair, long and curly, a white face, blue triangles above and below the eyes. Blood red lips in a painted smile. Often found in street clothes and often reported at the locations of vicious murders.

There was little more than that to go on. No actual pictures. Just descriptions. Dave wasn’t satisfied with that. He knew a clown that matched that basic physical profile, and he wanted to know if that particular harlequin was still alive.

Rufo the clown. The very creature that had murdered his family. Just thinking about him made the muscles in Dave’s body want to lock up. Made his heart beat faster. Made the adrenaline start moving into his system. Was it a psychosis? Probably. But he was okay with that. Whatever helped get him through this night.

Natalie came into his office and tapped the sheaf of loose papers he had on the edge of the old roll top desk his grandfather had used for years. He doubted that damned thing had been moved in four generations at the old farmhouse. Why move it when it was already in the perfect spot?

He looked at Natalie and forced a smile. She was beautiful with her short dark hair, her brown eyes and her long, lean body. The glasses she wore only emphasized the shape of her face instead of obscuring her eyes. The outfit was a bit different, but she was dressed as a witch for Halloween. Some people still liked the holiday and he was not the sort to judge.

Besides, Natalie and the rest were here for him, and that was the part that mattered the most.

“You all ready with your notes and stuff?”

Dave looked away from her and back to the handwritten collection of markings and notes. Most of it was on his computer, but a few pieces would have to be transcribed to the laptop later. He wanted a record of his actions. He thought someday he might even write a book about what occurred, if anything, when he was finished.

Dave managed a smile for her. It felt wrong on his face. “Ready as I’m going to get.”

He reached out and collected the top ten pages from the collected papers. They were still in order and he needed to keep it that way.

“Let’s get to this. I want it done and over with.”

Natalie smiled a bit nervously. She could still enjoy the whole concept of Halloween as long as it was make believe, but this? This was a different sort of thing entirely. This was, maybe, something real and dangerous.

Neither of them knew if anything would happen.

They would find out together.

November 1st

Tony Murphy was as drunk as he’d ever been and that was saying a lot. Both of his parents liked to drink and he never had a problem sharing their habits, especially after they went to bed.

At nineteen year of age he was still a senior in high school, but he was actually working on graduating this time around. He was limiting his drinking to the weekends and not finishing off whatever the flavor of the night was at home. It wasn’t easy, because the spirits called to him.

He chuckled at that thought. “Spirits.” He snorted a few small gasps of laughter and looked at the bottle of spiced rum currently perched between his tennis shoes. There were still a couple of sips worth and he intended to savor them.

Everyone else had gone inside and called it a night. It was after four in the morning, so that wasn’t very surprising.

The trees around the Pageant farm were barren and looked like long, stretched out shadows of a hundred dancing skeletons to him. That might have been the booze or it might have been the holiday. In any event it was pleasantly creepy. The leaves slipped along with a cold wind and sighed and hissed as they found new places to be. The sky was clear enough, and the moon bright enough, that Tony decided to stay right where he was and enjoy the atmosphere, even if the air was cooler than he really wanted.

He changed his mind when he heard whistling coming his way.

It was a jaunty little tune, as his old man liked to say. Softly whistled through teeth and lips alike. The sounds weren’t unpleasant, but something about hearing them in the absolute dead of night, after what they’d been doing earlier, made his skin want to slip away and hide.

The sound of heels tapping on the road was unsettling. A hard tak, tak, tak of boots moving down the paved access road to the farm chilled him even more. He knew that particular cadence though he couldn’t have told you where he knew it from.

Tak, tak, tak. No kind of hurry. No sort of fretting, just a continuous sound that shouldn’t have creeped him out as badly as it did.

Seeing the silhouette on the road didn’t help. It was tall and lean and heading toward Serenity Falls. Was it human? Of course. Tony wasn’t even sure why that thought popped into his head. Of course it was human! What else would it be?

Still, his pulse was too fast, and he was having trouble breathing properly, and he felt a sudden, powerful need to get up and be somewhere else, Oh, and to pee. His bladder was suddenly very unhappy with him.

“Well, is that Tony I see? Tony Murphy? When did you get all grown up?”

There it was. The voice was worse than the boot heels tapping. He knew that voice. Still couldn’t place it to save his life, but he knew it. It was a voice that scared him as much as any boogieman ever had. It was a voice from when he was younger, not as quick to defend himself. It was a voice that had called out his name a thousand times and each time there was a teasing quality that was almost a guarantee of troubles to come.

“Marco? Is that you?” Marco Demillio. The kid most likely to give a kid a wedgie or a swirly, or an Indian sunburn. The terrorist who haunted the school yards throughout Serenity Falls until he vanished five years ago with the rest of the bastards who’d made Tony’s early years a nightmare of torments.

He was sweating and his heart was hammering away, like it wanted out right damn now and needed to find a different body to occupy.

The head of the silhouette tilted. “Yep. That’s right. It’s me.”

Tony shook his head. The shape was too tall for Marco. That was one of the reasons the guy was always such a prick, he was short and knew he’d never get taller. At least that was what Dave said and Dave was smart like nobody’s business.

He almost told Marco he was too tall, but he thought better of it. Maybe he was wearing boots that gave him a few inches. Those things existed, right? Sure they did.

Tony squinted, trying to see Marco’s face a bit better.

“Everybody’s been saying you’re dead, man.”

“Nope. I’m right here, Tony. Just got a call telling me to come on back home, so I thought I should answer it, is all.” Marco’s voice sounded funny, like he was trying to hold back a laugh and barely succeeding. “Not really sure why,” he frowned. “I really hate this town. But what can you do? Someone asks you to visit, seems rude not to at least pass through. I mean I can’t stay. I have other things to do. Places to go. People to…see.”

Tony shook his head, suddenly even more scared than he’d been before.

“Marco, I mean it. People said you died back when the tent showed up.”

The lean figure stepped closer and Tony decided it was time to stand up, he didn’t want to get caught sitting on his ass if Marco tried something.

“Tony, if I was dead we wouldn’t be talking.” That voice sounded so damned smarmy, like Marco was in on a joke that he knew Tony didn’t understand and would never get.

“Well, maybe you should talk to the cops. I mean, they think you’re dead. I heard something about the probate courts getting ready to say it officially.”

“Tony, I’m surprised at you, I didn’t even think you knew what a probate court was.”

That was about it. The fear that had been gnawing at Tony’s guts faded away quickly and he scowled. Alcohol sometimes made him angry. That was the problem with Marco. He was a bully, and an asshole, and he liked insulting people, but Tony wasn’t the same kid he’d been five years ago. Back then he was always afraid of Marco. These days he’d learned a bit about defending himself and he wasn’t going to take that shit off of the bastard.

“Know what your problem is, Marco? You’re a prick. You’re a stupid, ignorant asshole.” The world was tilting a bit on its axis, but that was okay. Tony looked at Marco and figured he could take the bastard.

He looked up into the shadows where Marco’s face was hiding and stared hard at what he thought was the right area for eyes. It was hard to tell through all the shadows, but he was willing to bet he was at least close.

“Know what your problem is, Tony?”

“No. What?”

“You think you’re dealing with Marco.” The hand that caught his wrist felt like it was all bones and hot, dry skin, like a mummified claw left out in the baking sun of a summer afternoon in Death Valley.

“Let go of me!” Tony tried to pull his hand away but that horrid cluster of spidery fingers clutched all the tighter.

“Marco wasn’t all that good at getting away, either.”

Tony swung his free hand in a hard arc, aiming to knock Marco’s face off.

Marco leaned back and the wild fist soared right past where his face should have been.

“Tony, you have some strange friends. They invite me here and then leave you out as the welcome wagon.”

“What are you talking about?” Tony cocked back his fist to try a second time, the man and the road before him tilting hard to the left as the alcohol in his system put a deep spin on his vision. He was pretty sure puking was going to happen soon, but first he had to kick Marcos’s ass.

“I’m only here because your buddy Dave asked for me.” The amusement in that voice was infuriating.

A flick of the wrist on Marco’s part and Tony felt his own wrist explode into white-hot pain.

A second later he was doubled over and vomiting all over dirt and on his bottle of spiced rum. His arm was the only thing that didn’t join him in his efforts to bend forward. The arm stayed where it was, held by Marco DeMillio’s hard grip. Through the spins and the pain and the nausea, Marco held on.

“When did you take up drinking, Tony?” The voice was wrong. The bastard was laughing at him. “Didn’t watching your parents drink their nights away teach you anything at all?”

Tony tried to stand up and the pain in his wrist shattered all efforts. He groaned and felt his knees go weak.

“So, listen, Tony. Nothing personal here, but I think Dave needs a reminder of why it’s rude to call somebody so late at night. Back in my day? You never even considered calling someone after eight o’clock in the evening if it wasn’t a serious emergency.”

Tony looked down at the ground and studied the puddle of puke that covered his remaining rum. The thought of another drink was suddenly absolutely abhorrent.

“And you, Tony? You’re no one’s idea of an emergency. This is going to hurt, and it’s going to hurt a lot, but try not to scream too much. We don’t want to spoil the surprise, okay?”

He finally looked up and as he did Marco shifted enough that his face could be seen past the heavy, dark, curly hair around it.

The skin was too white. His lips had been painted a deep crimson and that red led into a smile that exaggerated the expression on Marco’s face. When his real lips moved within that crescent grin it was unsettling.

“Gotta tell you, kid, I actually expected better from you. You always seemed like you were gonna make it, I mean even after I was done killing the town.”

Marco’s grip stayed strong and impossible to break, though Tony tried several times.

Despite what the man asked of him, Tony screamed as the tortures started in earnest. Long before they were done with, his screams had faded to whimpers.
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When Dave opened his eyes the sun was glaring into them with a vengeance. He felt hung over, wrung out and left to dry in the noonday sun. All of which would have been fine and well deserved if he had actually had anything to drink the night before.

Everyone had stayed over. It was for their own good. He’d known the rituals would take a lot of energy, had expected that most everyone would be sore and stiff. What he had not expected was the pounding headache and the sudden allergy to bright lights.

“Ow.” It was a small exclamation of his pain, but anything larger would have split his skull open.

Natalie rolled over on his bed and looked at him. There was a moment when he thought maybe they’d finally broken the rules and gone beyond an occasional kiss or handholding incident, but both he and she were still clothed.

Just as well. If they ever did hook up, he wanted to remember it.

“Did it work?” her voice was raspy with sleep. That only made her sound even more desirable.

Dave pushed himself into a sitting position and reached for his cigarettes. There were none there. He thought about it and once again resolved not to smoke any more. It wasn’t worth the cost and he truly got no joy from the process.

“I don’t know. I guess we’ll have to find out.” His own voice was rough and Dave reached for the bottle of water he usually found on the nightstand and frowned when he saw nothing there.

He sighed, shook his head and then stood up on legs that felt achy and weaker than they should have.

“Where you going?” Natalie’s voice was playfully pouty. Not for the first time he wondered why they were together. They had very little in common that wasn’t physical in nature and unlike the girls he’d grown up with, she was from a different area entirely. She’d moved to Serenity a little over a year after the circus fire and had only come into Dave’s life accidentally.

She’d been out looking around the area for a place where she could keep her horse. The house where she lived was hardly large enough to allow the poor beast a decent area to run in.

When she’d knocked on the door and seen Dave she’d smiled. That was all it took for him to want to know her. Now, years later, her horse—Samson—still stayed at the Pageant Farm and Dave still charged her for the food and care he provided, but they were friends and sometimes he thought there was a chance that they would become more.

Most of the time he thought it was a pipe dream. They’d never done anything stronger than kiss and that had only happened on a couple of occasions. Damn near everyone thought they were together. Dave had no idea what to think, but Natalie always said they were just friends. That didn’t bother him too much except for the occasions when she woke up in his bed.

According to the last will and testament of, well, everyone who had been murdered in the Pageant family, the land was to be divided between all of the children who wished to remain on the farm. The reality was a bit different. Dave lived on the farm and his two remaining siblings lived there as well, but the twins had moved on in many ways.

Amber and Suzette Pageant, the twins, had jobs in Serenity Falls proper. They had their own lives. Sometimes they even stayed at the apartments they had in town, like they had last night. Not because they had any problems with what Dave was trying to do, but because they knew they’d never be able to convince him not to do it and they didn’t really like having other people over when they were trying to sleep. It had been cute when young Dave’s friends had stumbled across their rooms when they were younger. It wasn’t so cute anymore, and no matter how many times Dave told people to leave his sisters alone, they somehow managed to interact.

Some of his friends were assholes, and he knew it. But they served a purpose.

Dave stayed at the farm. He preferred it that way. He took online college courses, and he studied hard, and he took care of maintaining the farm and hiring the employees that helped out along the way. He’d been farming his entire life, ever since he was old enough for chores, which meant since he was eight.

Somehow he reached the kitchen and the coffeepot that waited there for him. He even managed to brew his much-needed black gold.

Ten minutes after finishing two mugs of the stuff he started feeling human again.

Not long after that point, the police arrived.
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It wasn’t the first time death had occurred at the Pageant farm, but it had been a while since the black carnival tent had risen from the ground and hundreds of locals had come to the farm seeking entertainment and received a death sentence instead.

They’d burned, assisted into the funeral pyre by none other than Rufo, the demented master of ceremonies at a carnival by, and for, the deceased. Dave had been there for part of it. Only part. He still bore the scars on his face from Rufo trying to carve his skin away. They paled when compared to the scars from having his entire family slaughtered, but they were still there, and not complete faded, despite plastic surgery and the years.

That was the problem, really. Dave couldn’t move past what had happened.

The cops didn’t care much. They weren’t there to discuss the past. They wanted to understand what had happened to Tony Murphy.

Tony Murphy was a troublemaker from far back. He had a record of truancy problems and his adolescent rap sheet was the sort of thing that nearly guaranteed he’d be in trouble with the law in the future. Mind you, that had all stopped around seven months earlier, when he’d become friends with Dave. They started hanging around and the second time Tony ran away from a case of shoplifting—as if anyone in a town the size of Serenity Falls had to worry about identifying a criminal—Dave made it clear that he wasn’t in the mood to play twenty questions with the police whenever Tony got himself in trouble. Tony decided he’d rather hang around with Dave than with the guys who kept encouraging his attempts at becoming a petty thief, from there things got less complicated.

The night before was a blur.

Dave remembered moving to where the bald spot on the ground was permanently burned into the earth of the farm. The exact spot where the Carnival of the Fantastic had risen from the soil was forever ruined for farming. It had been ever since the first carnival, when several of the locals had lit fires and killed the performers staying on the spot, back in the middle of the last century, and it was still the same situation decades later.

He remembered marking the vast circle in the soil, using salt and colored sand and chalk.

He remembered making his little offerings of the four elements for what was supposed to be a white magic incantation to summon the spirit of Rufo the Clown and then to bind that spirit if he could, the better to question the damned ghost, to torture the murderous wraith and then to banish said dead spirit to Hell if at all possible.

His intentions were not good, but they were pure in his eyes; he wanted to rid the world of a spirit that was corrupt and evil. He wanted to cleanse that spirit from existence and regain a bit of his own life in return. If he knew that ghost was bound and locked away from the world, then maybe, after five years, he could finally sleep again.

There were no guarantees, but he could hope. He could pray. He could try. That was what it all came down to. He had to try, because not knowing? Not trying to make certain the fucking ghost was finished once and for all was going to drive him bugshit crazy if he kept on the same path.

Stan Long had been like a brother to him when he was younger, had been his best friend for years on end. Stan died that miserable night five years ago, too. Had he been around he would have made sure that Dave took course corrections, that he stayed on the side of the sane. Stan could always do that for him, just as he could for his brother from another mother.

But Stan could not talk him out of anything. There was no ghost of his old friend that he could find. Stan was dead. Deceased. No longer among the living. There were a hundred ways to say the same thing, but they all came down to words and nothing else.

Stan’s family had left town a long time ago. Even the memories of that family were faded into the past.

So instead Dave tried to work magic to get his point across. He wasn’t sure if he’d failed or not, but one thing was absolutely certain: Some time during the night Tony’s body had been nailed to the road at the very northernmost edge of the Pageant property. Roughly an hour ago, someone had found the body the hard way and wrecked the chassis of their car when they ran over the remains.

Victor Barnes, the largest man on the Serenity Falls police force, was the man who came and knocked on the front door and asked, again, if Dave knew anything about Tony’s whereabouts. He was gentler than usual as he asked, and that alone left Dave with a frost pit where his stomach should have been.

The situation was made worse because the last time he’d seen Tony, that he could clearly recall, was when his friend was sitting across from him while he read the lines he needed to use for the summoning spell.

“Dave? You okay? I know he was your friend….” Vic’s voice was as deep as his body was tall. The man was genuinely huge. His dark red hair was shot with silver these days, but otherwise he’d changed little since he came to Serenity Falls on his Harley and decided to stay. His eyes were kind and he was a good man, but not one that should ever be angered.

“I’m just. I don’t know.” Dave shrugged.

“When did you see him last, Dave?”

“We had a little bonfire here, last night. Nothing all that special. Tony was here, but we didn’t get to talk much.”

“Do you know who he was hanging around with?” Vic didn’t ask if there had been drinking involved. That wasn’t what this was all about. It was a murder investigation, pure and simple and that was his priority. Also, he knew good and well that Dave drank from time to time. So did damn near every kid at the high school, but Dave and his closest buds never got into any trouble. That was mostly because the drinking happened on the farm and stayed there.

“No, not really. I was kind of busy hanging with Natalie.”

As he expected, Vic nodded at that answer, the constable was a good man, but he was also predictable. He expected Dave to try to get into Natalie’s pants. That was what he, himself, likely would have been going for when he was younger. That’s what Dave would have been doing on most nights, even if he were more passive about it.

But there was the ceremony to consider, and the rituals, and the ingredients, and what the fuck had happened to Tony? Dave looked toward the northern end of the property. He couldn’t see the road. But he could imagine it. He could just make out the flashing lights from a couple of squad cars and maybe an ambulance.

“Who’d do that, Vic?” It was an honest question and one that slipped past his lips before he knew what was happening. “Who’d kill Tony? He was about the most harmless guy I knew.”

The man shook his head and frowned. “Can’t say, but I plan to find out.” Vic shrugged his massive shoulders and looked down at Dave. He was reminded, again, exactly how big the man was. “You mind if I look around and check with anyone else hanging around?”

“Yeah. Do your stuff.” Dave even held the door open for him. It was likely that most of his friends had made themselves as scarce as they could while he was talking with the man. Most of them were exactly the sort that tried to avoid making eye contact with cops. Speaking to them? Not if they could avoid it.

There were two other constables looking the place over. Neither of them had much to say to Dave, though both of them nodded their heads when they saw him looking. He waved a return hello and went about his business.

Vic came out fifteen minutes later. Natalie came out with him, but as Dave had expected the rest of the gang was already gone.

By the time Vic met up with him the ambulance was leaving, lights flashing but silent, and the other cops were clearing up their examination and heading back to Serenity Falls proper.

Autumn was upon them and the winds that blew across the emptied fields were kissed with the promise of winter.

Vic looked at his notes and sighed.

“I saw the papers next to your computer, Dave.”

“And?”

Vic looked at him for a long while, his eyes trying for whatever was hidden inside of Dave’s mind. “I don’t know what you’re up to, but I wish you’d let it go. You look at that sort of stuff too long and you might very well invite trouble back into our lives. The sort that no one here needs.” The man was sincere and Dave knew it.

Dave nodded. The warnings were well meant but useless. “Just making sure I’m prepared if anything ever happens again, Vic.”

Vic sighed again and closed his little notebook. He looked hard at Dave and Dave did his best not to flinch. Vic was a good man, but he could be a touch intimidating. “I’ve got a dollar that says you’re lying to me. If I could bet against a minor, I might even suggest you pony up a dollar of your own. I find out you’re up to anything, we’re going to have words again, Dave. You get me?”

“I get you.”

Words again. Again, because there was a little while after the clown was done when Dave lost it. He was a very intelligent young man and he’d actually tried summoning a few things
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